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This paper reports on research funded through the 
Cambridge ESOL Funded Research Programme, Round 
Three, 2012. Thanks! 
 
Plan of the talk 
 
Metadiscourse – why study it? 
 
Our research project 
 
Implications 
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Metadiscourse 
 “the language used to express the author’s 
awareness and management of the 
discourse-as-process: which includes 
management of the organisation of the text, 
of the participants of the discourse process 
and…[expression of] the author’s attitude 
towards the discourse process”  
(Burneikaite, 2008:39). 
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Examples 
 
e.g.   therefore (logical connective) 
   essential (emphatic) 
   so (topic shift) 
   finally (frame marker) 
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Why Metadiscourse? 
 Metadiscourse provides a method for 
examining writer awareness of audience & 
communicative purpose  
 Possible role of discourse in distinguishing 
higher levels (B2, C1 & C2).  
 B2+ (Council of Europe, 2000: p.35) level 
defined by “a new focus on discourse skills” 
esp. with regard to “argument and social 
discourse”.  
 Useful key for language testers? 
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Why Metadiscourse? 
“[The CEFR] makes specific predictions about the 
use of such discourse connectives in learner 
language ……. 
 
The CEFR predicts that the range of different 
connectives expands across proficiency levels, 
that more advanced learners make use of less 
frequent connectives than learners at lower levels, 
and that learners gain increased control of 
connectives as they progress.”  
(Carlsen 2010:191-2, emphasis added) 
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Why Metadiscourse? 
Shaw and Weir noted with regard to 
discourse features: 
 
“this parameter might contribute to further 
grounding of distinctions between levels 
FCE, CAE and CPE” (Shaw & Weir, 2007: 
251).  
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Risky conjectures 
“It is predicted that student narratives that 
received higher ratings on the TOWL-3 [test] 
will contain more metadiscourse elements using 
the classification developed by Hyland (2005), 
and that fewer metadiscourse markers will be 
found in narratives that received lower ratings” 
 
 (Sandford 2012:13) 
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Following further work by Waller, the following 
categories and items were identified for analysis: 
How did the analysis operate? 
1. Text Inspector automated analysis for 
900 Cambridge expository essays 
2. Manual analysis of 200 texts  
 3 independent raters 
3. Revision of statistics accordingly 
 
 
12 
Texts 
1. 1200 Cambridge expository essays, 400 
at each level – FCE (B2), CAE (C1), CPE 
(C2) - mixed nationalities/L1 groups 
2. Reviewed, then 900 selected 
3. Analysed with Text Inspector 
4. Manual analysis of 200 texts  
 3 independent raters 
5. Revision of statistics accordingly 
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Note 
1. Different kinds of texts (L2) 
 
2. Shorter 
 
3. Not fully academic 
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Manual analysis (sample) 
 
 
 
 
1. Manual review of data, 3 coders 
2. Aim: to check that markers are what they 
claim to be (e.g. so) 
3. Use of AntConc concordancer 
4. Revised statistics 
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Key research issues 
Quantity and variety of markers 
There will be little difference in the 
overall quantity of metadiscourse 
markers used by lower and higher 
level writers (from Burneikaite, 2008) 
or 
Higher levels will use more 
metadiscourse markers (Sandford 
2012) 
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Types of markers used 
Higher level writing will show 
significantly lower use of certain 
common Logical Connectives 
(Burneikaite 2008, Hawkey and Barker 
2004, Carslen 2010). 
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Types of markers used 
Higher level writing will show significantly 
higher use of endophoric markers, referring to 
information in other parts of the text (e.g. 
noted above) (from Burneikaite 2008) 
 
Higher level writing will show significantly 
higher use of evaluative markers, in particular 
emphatics (e.g. definitely) (Burneikaite 2008) 
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Category No. of  
items 
e.g. 
1. Announcing goals 18 I would like to, I will focus on, the aim 
2. Attitude markers 25 even, have to, hopefully, important 
3. Code glosses  16 for example, in other words, such as 
4. Emphatics  38 actually, certainly, in fact, must 
5. Endophorics  13 discussed above, example, section 
6. Evidentials  24 according to, argue, claim, show 
7. Hedges  47 about, could, possible, would 
8. Label stages 12 all in all, in conclusion, overall, to sum up 
9. Logical connectives 39 also, although, in addition, on the other hand 
10. Person markers  4 I, me, mine, my 
11. Relational markers  21 consider, find, let’s, you  
12. Sequencing  16 finally, firstly, last, to start with 
13. Topic shift  8 In regard to, now, to come back to, well 
Total 281 
Metadiscourse categories and lexical items 
Use of Metadiscourse Markers 
Length of writing and use of MMs across 3 levels 
 FCE(B2) CAE(C1) CPE(C2) 
Mean No. of  lexical tokens 192.69 279.92 365.98 
Mean No. of MMs (word count) 34.05 44.61 46.79 
Mean No. of MMs (freq. per 100 wds) 17.67 15.93 12.74 
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Key research issues 
Quantity and variety of markers 
There will be little difference in the 
overall quantity of metadiscourse 
markers used by lower and higher 
level writers (from Burneikaite, 2008) 
or 
Higher levels will use more 
metadiscourse markers (Sandford 
2012)    No 
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Average use of each of the 13 metadiscourse 
categories (per 100 words) by all candidates 
(N=900) 
 
Use of MMs across the three levels of proficiency 
(FCE, CAE, CPE: N=300 each)  
The Kruskal-Wallis Tests  Post hoc tests (Mann-Whitney Tests):   
1. No sig difference: Announce goals, Attitude markers, Code 
glosses, Logical connectives, Sequencing 
2. Increase as the level goes up: Endophorics, Evidentials 
3. Decrease as the level goes up: Emphatics, Hedges, Label 
stages, Person markers, Relational markers, Topic shifts 
 Evidentials 
sig 
sig 
Person markers 
sig 
sig 
sig 
Logical connectives: “No sig difference” 
Trend Item 
No diff 
 
 
also, although, besides, in addition,  on the contrary, 
on the other hand, so 
Up as a result, consequently, even though, furthermore, 
however, moreover, nevertheless, since, therefore, 
though, thus, whereas, while, yet 
Down 
 
 
because, but 
Down-Up 
 
 
and 
Types of markers used 
Higher level writing will show 
significantly lower use of certain 
common Logical Connectives (from 
Burneikaite, 2008, Hawkey and Barker 
2004, Carslen 2010). 
 
In part 
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Types of markers used 
Higher level writing will show 
significantly higher use of endophoric 
markers, owing to writers’ experience in 
structuring longer texts (from 
Burneikaite, 2008) 
Not conclusive – few examples (short 
texts) 
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Evaluative markers (e.g.‘clearly’) 
Higher level writing will show 
significantly higher use of evaluative 
markers, in particular emphatics 
(Burneikaite, 2008) 
 
Partly 
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Emphatics: “Decreased use as the level goes up” 
Trend Item 
No diff 
 
 
clearly, definitely, even if, I believe, in fact, must, 
never, obviously, of course, sure, won’t 
Up actually, certainly, indeed, essential, should, the fact 
that, undoubtedly 
Down 
 
 
always 
Up-Down 
 
 
know, will 
Hedges: “Decreased use as the level goes up” 
Trend Item 
No diff 
 
 
about, almost, could, couldn’t, generally, in general, 
mainly, mostly, often, possibly, usually, wouldn’t 
Up likely, may, perhaps, probably, possible, seems 
Down 
 
 
sometimes 
Up-Down 
 
 
maybe, might, would 
What does this tell us? 
Value in analysing metadiscourse in learner 
writing 
BUT: we must look beyond the categories at 
individual items 
Analyse individual items more closely,  
considering cognitive complexity and lexical 
frequency 
A more varied picture than is sometimes 
presented 
Exams – should elicit longer texts so as to allow 
for more ‘advanced’ metadiscourse use 
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Risky conjectures revisited 
“It is predicted that student narratives that 
received higher ratings on the TOWL-3 [test] 
will contain more metadiscourse elements 
using the classification developed by Hyland 
(2005), and that fewer metadiscourse 
markers will be found in narratives that 
received lower ratings” 
 (Sandford 2012) 
 
Too risky 
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